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By Shiara Naicker and Stacy Becker

True North: Charting
A New Tomorrow

C

ommunity leaders formed True North Organizing
Network (TNON) to unite in the struggle for justice
and equity. Their approach creates connections between
individuals and establishes a foundation for community
organizing at the grassroots level. According to their website,
“True North Organizing Network supports families, elders
and youth of diverse faith traditions, ethnicities, cultures, and
economic capacities—using the power of relationships and a
disciplined community organizing model—to courageously
challenge social, economic and environmental injustice in our
region.” TNON, commonly referred to as True North, began
under the Humboldt Area Foundation and the Wild Rivers
Foundation. They now operate as an independent nonprofit
organization, encompassing Humboldt, Del Norte, and tribal
lands throughout the Redwood region.
The name True North originated in early meetings when
people remarked to current Executive Director Terry Supahan
that there was an unseen, overlooked part of northern California,
a place “north of even Sacramento, the true north of California.”
The name stuck, and True North has evolved as a multi-faith,
multi-race, social justice organization that serves the community
through values of inclusivity and love. Supahan shared one of True
North’s most important interview questions for new community
organizers: “Who do you love?” A few moments later, he provided
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his own answer: “Everyone. People who don’t look like us, think
like us, vote like us. We don’t get to pick and choose who we love.”
True North took inspiration from the Pacific Institute
for Community Organizations (PICO) National Network
(now called Faith in Action) and modeled their organization
around building relationships with individuals. “At the heart of
this organizing model is one-to-one relationship building and
building power through those relationships,” Supahan said. He
also noted that students “bring new life” into the organization
and have been a part of True North since its inception. For
instance, in 2016, True North supported students who traveled
to Standing Rock to help Indigenous communities defend the
land against the Dakota Access Pipeline project.
True North continues its dedication to students by
participating as a placement site for students in communitybased learning courses. Graciela Leal, majoring in political
science with a concentration in public policy, is helping with
activities such as immigration event planning, vaccine clinics,
and the National Catholic Action for Citizenship. Evan Morden
interned last year with TNON while working on his sociology
master’s thesis in social power and community organizing.
Morden is now a True North Community Organizer in training.
Morden’s early projects involved researching political
candidates during a city council election and collecting

information on them. He also researched housing, funding
for housing, and emergency shelter programs in Humboldt
County. He described his time interning at TNON as
transformative and reflected upon his initial goals to complete
a degree in criminology and then pursue a career as a police
officer. “I wanted to be there for people in their worst moments.
I learned that not everyone had the same experience with law
enforcement, and I became interested in how to solve the root
causes of social injustice instead of treating symptoms with
punishment.” He later stated, “We are looking for leadership
in our community from ordinary people who don’t know that
they have a voice.”
True North facilitates opportunities for community
members to take action towards equity and social justice. They
help put power back into the hands of the community and show
the impact of what can get done through collective action. Leal
explained that serving with True North “really did help give me
a perspective on how people organize, the different dynamics
of power, and how we can use a collection of people to get
something done.” Leal’s experience shows how organizations
like Truth North are invaluable platforms that help make local
grassroots community organizing more accessible.
At the start of student internships with TNON,
supervisors ask interns to write their “Political Autobiography,’’
where they chronicle what factors in their lives drew them to
social justice. Director of Organizing Julia Lerma, who has
been with True North since 2011 as a mentor, described the
beginnings of the internship as a “baptism by fire,” in which
students are encouraged to exercise their leadership skills
and take the initiative on projects. “If students are going to
work in our organization and work with our leaders, it’s really
important that they understand our process. And they also

need to understand why they want to do this work… So we
start out with a Political Autobiography, which means they get
to dig into what in their life story has brought them to social
justice.”
Loren Collins, an HSU faculty member who oversees the
Political Science Internship course where students often partner
with TNON, had nothing but accolades for True North. He
described the organization as “a rare gem that brings community
organizing, activism, and very concrete political action together
into one place.” Collins regarded True North’s work with HSU
interns as “building the community leaders of tomorrow.”
True North currently focuses on vaccine clinics,
immigration reform, and collaborations with community
faith leaders, among many other active projects. Supahan
acknowledged that community organizing is challenging and
may feel more like tug-of-war than pulling people together.
However, sometimes a community needs to work through
challenges together to fight for what they believe is right. “I love
the fight, no matter what. Even if it doesn’t go well, I think we’re
moving for things that can make things better. I love them all. I
love the whole damn thing!” Supahan said.
For more insights from the interns and leaders of True
North, listen to the full interview, here…
Find out more about Evan Morden’s internship experience
and how True North works with individuals and communities
to address issues of houselessness, public education, immigrant
rights, and environmental stewardship from Morden’s Fall 2020
Capstone Internship Report: True North Organizing Network,
for the Sociology 482 Internship course.
Learn more about True North Organizing Network at
https://www.facebook.com/TrueNorthON/.

Serving with True
North “really did
help give me a
perspective on how
people organize, the
different dynamics of
power, and how we
can use a collection
of people to get
something done.”

TNON Zoom interview participants, from top left: Shiara Naicker and
Stacy Becker (Redwood Roots staff ); Evan Morden and Graciela Real
(HSU students); Julie Lerma and Terry Supahan (TNON staff )
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